
 Today we celebrate the Feast of the Chair of St. Peter.  Let’s look 
more closely at the meaning of this feast.  

 
 First, the chair is actually a physical object.  It’s located in the 

apse of St. Peter’s Basilica, behind the famous altar.  It’s very ornate.  
It is gilded in bronze and is supported by Saints Ambrose, St. John 

Chrysostom, St. Athanasius, and St. Augustine.   
 

 More importantly is the chair’s spiritual significance.  In Latin, 
the word chair is “cathedra” and refers to the seat of the bishop.  The 

cathedra is placed in the mother church of the diocese, which we is 
why we call the mother church the “cathedral.”  The cathedra or chair 

is the symbol of the bishop’s authority as the successor to the 
apostles.  The bishop is called to safeguard and to transmit the 

authentic teaching of Christ to his diocese. 

 
 How does this relate to Rome and the chair of Peter?  The 

tradition is that Peter was martyred in Rome – crucified upside down – 
and therefore Rome became the “seat” or “chair” of Peter.  However, 

the chair of Peter came to symbolize not just authority in Rome, but 
the authority over Christ’s entire flock.    

 
 Additionally, Christ has given the Holy Father the gift of 

infallibility when he speaks ex cathedra, or from the chair.  This 
doesn’t mean that he must be seated physically in the chair, but rather 

that he teaches infallibly (without error) as the visible head of all 
Christians on doctrine concerning faith or morals.     

 
 Sometimes we may think this happens pretty regularly, but 

actually it is quite rare.  It has only happened twice in the last 160 

years and both were concerning Mary.  Pope Pius IX declared Mary’s 
Immaculate Conception in 1854 and Pope Pius XII declared that at the 

end of her life, Mary was assumed body and soul into heaven (1950). 
 

 In short, today we celebrate Christ’s gift to our Holy Father 
ensuring that the gates of hell will not prevail against the Church.  We 

pray as St. Peter says, that our spiritual shepherds will not just teach 
what is from Christ, but also be good examples to the flock.   

 
 May all those called to teach in Christ’s name watch over Christ’s 

flock with eager hearts, keeping their eyes on fixed on Christ, our chief 
Shepherd and joy of our hearts.    


